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Abstract
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This study examines the relationship between sexual experience and various drinking measures in
550 incoming first-year college females. During this transition period, sexually experienced
participants reported stronger alcohol expectancies and endorsed higher drinking motives, and
drank more frequently and in greater quantities than sexually inexperienced participants. Sexual
status was also a significant predictor of alcohol-related nonsexual consequences, over and above
amount consumed. Furthermore, controlling for drinking, sexual status moderated the relationship
between coping motives and consequences. Among women who endorsed strong coping motives
for drinking, sexual experience was linked to greater nonsexual alcohol-related consequences.
Implications for prevention and intervention are discussed.
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Introduction

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

In recent years, frequent and excessive alcohol consumption among college females has
gained recognition as a serious public health problem. Evidence of escalating drinking rates
among female college students, particularly in contrast to stabilized rates among comparable
males, has drawn attention to college women's drinking behaviors and associated
ramifications (Berkowitz & Perkins, 1987; Holdcraft & Iacono, 2002; Pullen, 1994;
Wechsler et al., 2002; Wechsler, Lee, Nelson, & Kuo, 2002). In addition to alcohol-induced
negative consequences such as compromised judgment, academic and social impairment,
violence, car accidents, and fatalities (Engs, Diebold, & Hanson, 1996; Wechsler et al.,
2000; Wechsler, Moeykens, Davenport, Castillo, & Hansen, 1995), college women face
significant gender-specific alcohol-related risks ranging from unsafe sex and sexual
victimization to “telescoped” progression of adverse health outcomes, including alcohol
addiction as well as liver and cardiovascular disease (CASA, 2003; Randall et al., 1999;
Wechsler, Davenport, Dowdall, & Moeykens, 1994; Wechsler et al., 1995; Wechsler et al.,
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2000). Inherent physiological differences, because of which women metabolize alcohol
more slowly and reach higher blood alcohol concentrations (BAC) more quickly than males,
exacerbate such risks (Jones & Jones, 1976; NIAAA, 2002; Perkins, 2000).
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Not only do college women appear to drink considerably more than same-aged non-collegeattending counterparts (Crowley, 1991; Johnston, O'Malley, & Bachman, 2002; Slutske et
al., 2004), but they tend to drink more frequently and heavily during the college years than
at any other period in their lives (Gomberg, 1994; Knibbe, Drop, & Muytjens, 1987).
Specifically, the transition to college holds significant risk for alcohol misuse and associated
negative consequences (O'Neill, Parra, & Sher, 2001; Sher & Rutledge, 2007). For example,
a Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) longitudinal study that followed a
national sample of 1,220 females from elementary school through college affirmed that the
single largest increases in reported drinking occurred from high school to college (CASA,
2003). In examining why matriculating into college appears to engender such dangerous
outcomes, researchers have pointed to collegiate cultures that tend to endorse heavy social
drinking (Presley, Meilman, & Leichliter, 2002) as instilling a “drinking style of excess and
intoxication” (Wechsler & Nelson, 2008, p. 3). Others have found that moving away from
home, which coincides with unprecedented freedom from parental monitoring and increased
import of peers, is central to excessive drinking rates among incoming college students
(Bachman, Wadsworth, O'Malley, Johnston, & Schulenberg, 1997; White et al., 2006),
particularly females (Johnston et al., 2002). Clearly, college entrance poses unique hazards
for young women. In fact, the first six weeks on campus, which are crucial to overall
adjustment as well as the development of enduring drinking behaviors, have become a focal
point of many alcohol-related campus initiatives and prevention efforts (NIAAA, 2002).
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In order to facilitate effective intervention strategies, researchers have explored students'
motivations for consuming alcohol (Cooper, 1994). Considered to be the most proximal
impetuses of consumption, examination of drinking motives have become a fruitful
approach to study antecedents leading to problematic alcohol usage (Cox & Klinger, 1988;
Kuntsche, Knibbe, Engels, & Gmel, 2007; Westmaas, Moeller, & Woicik, 2007). Not
surprisingly, social drinking motives are found to be most commonly endorsed by college
students (Kuntsche, Knibbe, Gmel, & Engels, 2005). The pervasiveness of alcohol-based
social settings on college campuses provides venues to help in navigating new social
environments and establishing friendship networks for incoming first-year college students.
Moreover, college students are prone to overestimate peers' alcohol usage and believe that
intoxication facilitates social interaction—both of which contribute to increased socially
motivated drinking (LaBrie, Hummer, & Neighbors, 2008; Pedersen & LaBrie, 2008).
Evidence suggests that the salience of peer approval and intimate relationships to female
identity may complicate the motivations and consequences of alcohol misuse among
incoming college women (Gleason, 1994; Vince-Whitman & Cretella, 1999). For example,
LaBrie, Huchting, and colleagues (2008) revealed a main effect of social drinking on related
problems among two distinct samples of college women, and highlighted the paradoxical
complexity of relational health, which was found to increase alcohol intake, but protect
against negative alcohol-related consequences.
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Coping-motivated drinking, on the other hand, is found to be most predictive of heavy
consumption (Cooper, Agocha, & Sheldon, 2000; Karwacki & Bradley, 1996; Labouvie &
Bates, 2002; LaBrie, Hummer, & Pedersen, 2007), and is consistently tied to negative
consequences, over and above the amount of alcohol consumed (Kassel, Jackson, & Unrod,
2000; Simons, Correia, & Carey, 2000; Windle & Windle, 1996). Consuming alcohol as a
means to cope with stressful life events is thought to be especially perilous as it originates
from unresolved negative internal states, and is associated with deficient internal coping
mechanisms, poor psychosocial health, lack of volitional control over drinking, and alcohol
dependency (Carpenter & Hasin, 1999; Cooper, Frone, Russell, & Mudar, 1995). Notably,
evidence supports that women may be more susceptible to drink as a result of stressful
events or negative affect than males (Annis, Sklar, & Moser, 1998; Bischof, Rumpf, Meyer,
Hapker, & John, 2005; Park, Armeli, & Tennen, 2004; Timko, 2005). College transitions,
for instance, are found to be more emotionally challenging for women than men. Compared
to male peers, incoming college females appear to exhibit greater interpersonal distress in
managing the amalgamation of newfound responsibilities (i.e., autonomy from parents,
rigorous academic pressures, unfamiliar peer groups), which may heighten risks for copingmotivated drinking (Hoffman, 1984; Lapsley, Rice, & Shadid, 1989). Although extensive
research has extrapolated direct linkages between both social and coping-motivated drinking
to college women's drinking behaviors and consequences, research has yet to ascertain what
variables may moderate these fundamental associations.
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Given that alcohol misuse and sexual activity often occur concomitantly on college
campuses, and roughly half of females entering college report being sexually experienced
(Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994; Division of Adolescent & School Health, CDC, 1997),
identifying the extent to which sexual status and risky drinking behaviors may be associated
for women immersed in such settings is a worthy endeavor. Compared to sexually
inexperienced counterparts, sexually experienced college women are found to engage in
more frequent and excessive alcohol consumption, and experience greater unsafe alcoholrelated sexual behaviors and consequences, such as unprotected sex, casual sex, and/or
sexual victimization (Brown & Vanable, 2007; Leigh & Schafer, 1993; Parks, Romosz,
Bradizza, & Ya-Ping, 2008). Although the relationship between college women's sexual
experience and drinking-induced sexual hazards has been demonstrated, research has largely
neglected to investigate how sexual experience, motivations of consumption, and amount of
alcohol consumed might uniquely contribute to predicting nonsexual alcohol-related
consequences. Nevertheless, sexual-based alcohol expectancies (i.e., sexual disinhibition,
sexual opportunities, sexual pleasure, interpersonal closeness) may predispose sexually
active students to heavier drinking and more frequent intoxication (Carey, 1995; Thombs,
Wolcott, & Farkash, 1997; Wilsnack, 1991). Further evidence suggests that, compared to
sexually abstaining peers, sexually active youths are more likely to possess sensationseeking, deviant, or non-conformist personalities (Arnett, 1996; Baer, 2002), which also
may heighten the likelihood for underage drinking and dangerous outcomes. Female
students with stronger and more positive sex-related alcohol expectancies or sensationseeking dispositions may be susceptible to riskier drinking during transitional periods
typified by excessive and socially endorsed alcohol consumption.
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The current study examines drinking motives, consumption, and consequences among a
cohort of sexually experienced and sexually inexperienced first-year college females at the
beginning of their college experience. Sexually experienced female youths may face
heightened vulnerabilities to the confluence of unprecedented changes that incoming
students encounter upon transitions to college, including the desire to establish new
friendships, copious opportunities for underage drinking and sex, newfound independence,
and limited parental oversight. We predict that sexually experienced first-year college
females will report higher drinking motives, endorse more positive alcohol expectancies,
and drink at greater rates compared to sexually inexperienced peers.
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Furthermore, the amount of alcohol consumption, social motives, and coping motives should
each uniquely predict negative consequences in this cohort, even after controlling for
amount consumed. Also as part of this analysis, we seek to extend previous research focused
on sexually experienced college women's greater drinking-induced sexual risks by
hypothesizing that, compared to sexually inexperienced peers, sexually experienced women
should experience more adverse nonsexual drinking-related consequences. Finally, this
analysis will also explore whether sexual status statistically moderates the effect of drinking
motives on negative alcohol-related nonsexual consequences. It is expected that among
women who endorse greater coping and social drinking motives, those who are sexually
experienced should encounter more alcohol-related nonsexual repercussions than those who
are sexually inexperienced. Explicating how sexually experienced and sexually
inexperienced women may differ with regard to drinking motives, consumption, and
nonsexual consequences during the challenging transition to college aims to inform and
enhance targeted prevention and intervention policy.

Method
Participants
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A total of 550 first-year female undergraduate students at a midsized private university
participated in this study. Sample size for analyses ranged from 523 to 550 due to
participants skipping individual items. However, at least 95% of the total sample responded
to each item used in the analyses and no statistical differences existed between completers
and non-completers on any demographic or alcohol or sex variables. Participants had a mean
age of 17.92 (SD = .34). Racial composition was 56.3% Caucasian, 14.6% Hispanic/Latino,
8.7% Asian/Pacific Islander, 5.6% black/African American, with 10.9% reporting more than
one race, and 3.9% indicating “Other/Decline to State.”
Design and Procedure
This sample was taken from two cohorts of a larger intervention research project (N = 550)
that were held during two sequential school years 2005–2006 (cohort 1) and 2006–2007
(cohort 2). During the first month on campus, each participant received a letter informing
them of an opportunity to participate in an upcoming study on women, alcohol, and health.
After receiving the letter, and four weeks after her arrival on campus, each female
participant received an e-mail inviting her to participate in the study. The e-mail contained a
link to the online consent form and survey. If a participant clicked on the link, she was
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directed to and electronically “signed” a local IRB-approved informed consent form before
completing the online survey. Participants received nominal stipends for their participation
in the study. The two intervention studies included this pre-intervention online questionnaire
as well as group motivational enhancement intervention sessions and 10 subsequent weekly
online diaries (LaBrie, Hummer et al., 2008). Data used in the current study were collected
entirely during the pre-intervention online survey, which took place at the end of the first
month during the first term of college.
Measures
Demographic Characteristics—The online phic information including age, race/
ethnicity, socioeconomic status (SES), and high school grade point average (GPA).
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Alcohol Expectancies—The 40-item Alcohol Expectancy Questionnaire (AEQ-3;
George, Frone, Cooper, & Russell, 1995) assesses beliefs regarding the positive and
negative effects an individual expects to obtain from alcohol consumption. The AEQ is
comprised of a comprehensive list of expected circumstances or situations that might be
experienced while consuming alcohol. Each participant was asked to rate how much she
agreed with each statement (e.g., “I'm more romantic when I drink,” “A few drinks makes it
easier to talk to people,” “I'm more likely to get into an argument if I've had some alcohol,”
“Alcohol lowers muscle tension in my body”) using a 1 (not applicable) to 6 (strongly
agree) scale. The eight AEQ subscales, comprised of five questions each, revealed adequate
reliability in the current sample; Social Expressiveness (α = .95), Power and Aggression (α
= .90), Social and Physical Pleasure (α = .93), Careless Unconcern (α = .91), Cognitive and
Physical Impairment (α = .94), Tension Reduction and Relaxation (α = .90), Sexual
Enhancement (α = .90), and Global Positive Change (α = .90).
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Drinking Motives—Motivations for drinking alcohol were assessed using the 20-item
Drinking Motives Questionnaire (DMQ-R; Cooper, 1994), encompassing the 4 sub-scales of
Coping (α = .87), Conformity (α = .79), Enhancement (α = .92), and Social Motives (α = .
94). The DMQ-R has proven to be the most rigorously tested and validated measurement of
drinking motives (Maclean & Lecci, 2000; Stewart, Loughlin, & Rhyno, 2001).
Respondents were prompted with, “Thinking of the time you drank in the past 30 days, how
often would you say that you drank for the following reasons?” Participants rated each
reason (e.g., “because it makes social gatherings more fun” and “to fit in”) on a 1 (almost
never/never) to 5 (almost always/always) scale.
Alcohol Use—Alcohol use and behavior within the past 30 days was measured using
single-item self-report questions. Participants reported the number of drinking days per
month (“On average, how many days per month did you drink alcohol?”), average drinks
per occasion (“On average, how many drinks did you have each time you drank?”),
maximum drinks per occasion (“What is the maximum number of drinks you drank at any
one time?”), and binge episodes during the past two weeks (“Think back over the past two
weeks. How many times have you had four or more drinks in a two-hour period?”). All
questions were on an open-ended response format. The total drinks per month variable was
calculated by multiplying drinking days per month by average drinks per occasion.
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Alcohol-Related Negative Nonsexual Consequences—The 23-item Rutgers
Alcohol Problem Index (RAPI; White & Labouvie, 1989) (α = .87) assessed alcohol-related
consequences. Using a 0 (never) to 4 (more than 10 times) scale, participants indicated how
many times in the past month they had experienced each stated circumstance (e.g., “Caused
shame or embarrassment to someone” or “Felt that you had a problem with school”). None
of the items on the RAPI include circumstances related to sexual consequences.
Sexual Status and Behavior—Each respondent was asked, “Have you had sexual
intercourse before?” If she responded that she had previously engaged in sexual intercourse,
she was asked six self-report single-item questions including, “At what age did you first
have sex?”, “How many sexual partners have you had in the past three months?”, “How
many sexual partners have you had in your life?”, “What percentage of the time do you use
a condom?”, “What percentage of your sexual events involved prior drinking?”, and “What
percentage of the time did you use a condom when drinking occurred before sex?”

Results
Analytic Plan

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

Female college students reporting they have engaged in sexual intercourse were classified as
sexually experienced (43.8%); the remaining 56.2% were classified as sexually
inexperienced. The demographic characteristics of the sexually experienced and
inexperienced participants were compared. To examine in further detail the sexually
experienced subsample, descriptive data provided information on their sexual behaviors.
Then, independent samples t-tests assessed significant differences between the sexually
experienced and sexually inexperienced groups on various alcohol-related psychosocial and
behavioral-dependent measures.
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Finally, a four-step hierarchical multiple regression model was estimated to offer a more
comprehensive view of predictors uniquely contributing to variance in alcohol-related
nonsexual negative consequences. In Step 1, demographic covariates (age, race/ethnicity,
SES, and GPA) were entered. Alcoholic drinks (total drinks per month) was controlled for in
Step 2. Sexual status and each of the four DMQ subscales (Coping Motives, Conformity
Motives, Enhancement Motives, and Social Motives) followed at Step 3. In Step 4, to
determine the moderating role of sexual status, we computed interaction terms involving
sexual status and each of the DMQ sub-scales. Alcohol-related nonsexual negative
consequences (RAPI) served as the dependent measure. All predictors were standardized
prior to computation of interaction terms. As such, problems associated with multicollinearity were not encountered. The multiple regression analysis was estimated, graphed, and
interpreted according to procedures put forth by Aiken and West (1991).
Descriptive Data
No demographic differences were discovered on age, race/ethnicity, and SES between the
sexually experienced and sexually inexperienced groups. However, these two groups
differed on GPA, as sexually inexperienced females tended to receive better high school
report card grades.
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Among the sexually experienced females, mean age of first sexual encounter was 16.50
years (SD = 1.12), mean number of sexual partners in the past 3 months was 1.16 (SD = .
80), and mean number of lifetime sexual partners was 2.31 (SD = 2.40). This group of
sexually experienced females also self-reported on average that 72.47% (SD = 38.65) of
their sexual encounters involved condoms, 13.06% (SD = 24.17) of their sexual encounters
involved prior drinking, and condom usage occurred in 68.29% (SD = 43.37) of their sexual
encounters when prior drinking was involved.
Mean Differences in Alcohol-Related Psychosocial and Behavioral Measures
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Systematic differences emerged on all the alcohol-related psychosocial and behavioral
dependent measures (Table 1). Particularly, sexually experienced compared to sexually
inexperienced females had significantly higher means on each of the AEQ and DMQ
subscales. Not surprisingly, the largest effect size was exhibited on the alcohol expectancy
of Sexual Enhancement. Furthermore, sexually experienced participants consumed
significantly higher levels of alcohol—drinking days per month, average drinks per
occasion, maximum drinks per occasion, binge episodes past two weeks, and total drinks per
month—than the sexually inexperienced participants. The sexually experienced females also
were significantly more likely to encounter alcohol-related negative nonsexual consequences
(RAPI).
Regression Predicting Alcohol-Related Negative Nonsexual Consequences
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In the hierarchical multiple regression model predicting alcohol-related negative nonsexual
consequences, each block of predictors uniquely explained a significant proportion of
variance at their step of entry (Table 2). The final model, involving entry of all predictors,
accounted for a substantial 53% of the variance in alcohol-related negative consequences,
F(14, 508) = 41.38, p < .001. The following emerged as statistically significant predictors in
the final model: total drinks per month (β = .31, p < .001), sexual status (β = .10, p < .01),
Coping Motives (β = .23, p < .001), Conformity Motives (β = .10, p < .05), Enhancement
Motives (β = .17, p < .05), and sexual status × Coping Motives (β = .16, p < .001). The
statistically significant moderating effect, controlling for all other variables in the regression,
is depicted in Figure 1. As Coping Motives increased from low to high, sexually
experienced females encountered greater alcohol-related negative nonsexual consequences
than their sexually inexperienced counterparts. Simple slope analyses, evaluating whether
each of these two slopes statistically deviated from a flat slope of zero, indicated a positive
relationship between Coping Motives and alcohol-related negative nonsexual consequences
for both the sexually experienced (β = 2.80, p <.001) and the sexually inexperienced (β = .
63, p < .001) females.

Discussion
Sexually experienced first-year college females drank more often and larger quantities
during the month transitioning into college than did their sexually inexperienced peers. This
finding is consistent with previous research showing correlations between sexual activity
and alcohol use (Brown & Vanable, 2007; Leigh & Schafer, 1993; Parks et al., 2008). Also
consistent with past studies, sexual experienced individuals yielded higher levels of both
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drinking motives and alcohol expectancies (Carey, 1995; Thombs et al., 1997; Wilsnack,
1991). However, the current findings extend existing literature, which has focused primarily
on alcohol-related sexual harm, by revealing that among incoming college women sexual
status is a significant and unique predictor of alcohol-related nonsexual consequences, over
and above amount of alcohol consumed. Furthermore, after controlling for drinking, sexual
status moderated the predictive relationship between coping motives and nonsexual
consequences such that among females who endorsed strong coping motives for drinking,
sexual experience was associated with significantly greater alcohol-related nonsexual
consequences. Results from this study indicate that alcohol risks faced by sexually
experienced incoming college females may not be explained by consumption and drinking
motives alone, but may be more multifaceted and complex than previously thought.
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Several factors may account for why college entrance appears to pose disproportionate
alcohol-related nonsexual risks for sexually experienced females, even after controlling for
alcohol consumption. First, compared to sexually inexperienced peers, sexually experienced
women may be more inclined to embrace impulsive or sensation-seeking personal styles,
which are linked to greater alcohol intake and negative consequences (Baer, 2002; Jackson,
Sher, & Park, 2005; Johnson, 1989; Zuckerman & Como, 1983). Pressures to acquire a
network of friends amid collegiate cultures in which underage drinking is widespread may
be particularly risk enhancing for sexually experienced young women who may be drawn
toward risky drinking situations and reckless decision making, whether sexual or nonsexual.
In contrast, even if drinking at similar rates, sexually inexperienced women may be less
susceptible to drinking-related nonsexual consequences, as they may be influenced to avoid
unsafe drinking environments and behaviors per the same protective beliefs that guide them
in their sexual abstention. Thus, distinctive personalities of sexually experienced and
sexually inexperienced women may contribute to differential drinking circumstances and
behaviors associated with varying levels of risk, irrespective of amount consumed.
Interventions taking place shortly after matriculation may benefit from assessing personality
traits associated with first-year college women's sexual status, which may give rise to risky
drinking and adverse nonsexual consequences during challenging transitions. Intervention
efficacy may be contingent on effectively communicating ways to deal with stressors and
avoid unsafe drinking situations that may be enticing for women possessing particular
personality traits.
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In addition to dispositional factors, the current results suggest that preexisting patterns of
behavior may play a significant role in sexually experienced women's disproportionate
drinking-related nonsexual risks. On average, sexually experienced participants had sex for
the first time at 16.50 (SD = 1.12) years of age, likely prior to college entrance. The
likelihood that pre-established patterns of alcohol and sexual risk-taking behaviors may
carry over into college contexts has been supported in several studies (Baer, Kivlahan, &
Marlatt, 1995; Bailey, Fleming, Hensen, Catalano, & Haggerty, 2008; Yu & Shacket, 2001).
In this regard, preventive initiatives targeting high school students may be necessary to
prevent or minimize risky patterns of behavior. Considering also that college environments
have demonstrated catalytic effects on prior drinking behaviors and problems (Yu &
Shacket, 2001), it may be helpful to supplement high school-based preventive efforts with
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gains in freedom from adult supervision and acclimations to intensified drinking cultures.
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In addition, the current findings provide further evidence that coping-motivated drinking,
which indicates a dependence on alcohol as a means to resolve psychological issues, is a
significant risk factor for first-year college women, over and above alcohol intake and
regardless of sexual status (Kassel et al., 2000; Simons et al., 2000; Windle & Windle,
1996). However, while it is not surprising that incoming college students may turn to
alcohol to cope with stressful situations that may arise in new college settings, it is notable
that sexually experienced participants endorsed more coping-motivated drinking than their
sexually inexperienced peers. Moreover, coping motives interacted with sexual status such
that among participants endorsing strong coping motives for drinking, sexually experienced
women faced significantly more hazardous nonsexual outcomes than sexually inexperienced
peers. Considering that coping-motivated drinking is strongly associated with negative
consequences, over and above alcohol consumption (Kassel et al., 2000; Simons et al., 2000;
Windle & Windle, 1996), and that sexual experience was predictive of drinking and
nonsexual problems among this sample, it is possible that both coping-motivated drinking
and sexual experience may produce heightened risks for alcohol-related consequences.
Thus, the significant interaction that emerged may suggest a synergistic relationship, such
that the two risk factors together may predict elevated risk. Challenging college transitions
in which both sex and alcohol are prominent aspects of social life may worsen inefficient
coping behavior and further perpetuate problems. Conversely, sexually experienced women
who do not drink to cope likely possess better overall psychological competence, denoting
healthy perspectives toward both drinking and sexual relations, and less reckless drinking
behavior compared to coping motivated sexually experienced counterparts. While much is
known of college students' social motives for drinking, coping-based rather than socialbased motives were associated with increased alcohol-related consequences even after
controlling for drinking in this sample. This is similar to findings across other samples of
college students that did not just include first-year women (e.g., Windle & Windle, 1996).
Campus support programs for incoming first-year college women, particularly those who are
sexually experienced, are warranted to help at-risk female students better understand how
they might be inclined to use alcohol to cope with challenging transitional periods as well as
minimize dependency on coping-based drinking.
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Limitations
When interpreting these results, some methodological limitations should be considered.
First, given the present findings, examining the risk associated with the degree of sexual
experience (i.e., number of sexual partners), participants' affiliation to past sexual partners or
type of past sexual relationships may offer important insight into the impact of sexual
activity status on collegiate alcohol-related risk. Differentiating monogamous from casual
sex would be constructive as both number of partners and partner type may play a role in
one's social and drinking behaviors. In all likelihood, sexually experienced young women
with histories of monogamous sex may require greater familiarity of potential sexual
partners, may drink in safer contexts, and may exhibit more prudent drinking-related
decision making than sexually experienced peers prone to casual sex who may be less
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discriminate in mate selection, drinking situations, and drinking-related judgment. Also,
even though our investigation illustrates sexually experienced women's heightened risks for
alcohol consumption and related negative consequences during the transition to college,
longitudinal analyses assessing women's drinking and sexual behavior through the college
years may highlight vital prospective patterns. Not only might this reflect participants'
sexual behavioral changes but it also may expose changing perceptions toward sexual
activity, which are found to become increasingly more liberal and decreasingly less fearful
through college (i.e., fear of pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, negative societal
labels; Gilmartin, 2006). In sum, determining college women's past and present sexual
affiliations, intentions, and personal beliefs may shed light on likely drinking-related
expectancies, motives, and behavioral risks, thereby strengthening intervention efficacy.
Furthermore, this study assessed only the relationship between sexual status and drinkingrelated variables in women. Future research will want to explore if similar patterns hold for
college males, particularly during their transition into college. Finally, although careful
measures were taken to assure participants that the surveys were confidential, social
desirability bias is always an inherent risk of self-reports, particularly those pertaining to
sexual behavior.
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Conclusion
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Early collegiate experiences have been shown to have considerable and enduring influence
on long-term drinking trajectories (NIAAA, 2002). The current study makes several
contributions to the literature of women's alcohol use during this critical life stage by
supporting that sexually experienced females transitioning into college appear to face
elevated risks for experiencing alcohol-related nonsexual consequences compared to their
sexually inexperienced peers, even when controlling for alcohol use. More specifically,
results emphasize the unique dangers of using alcohol to cope with personal problems,
particularly for sexually experienced women. It appears that prior and/or current sexual
activity contributes to alcohol-related nonsexual consequences that cannot be attributed to
increased alcohol consumption alone, but rather sexual status may alter drinking experiences
in harmful ways, perhaps via impulsive personality characteristics or as an extension of
behavioral patterns established prior to college entrance. The present findings offer support
for high school-based preventative efforts as well as college-based early intervention
strategies targeted toward sexually experienced young women as they transition to college.
Moreover, given that alcohol-related negative consequences were found to be both
nonsexual and independent of levels of consumption, it is vital to convey to at-risk women
how they may be prone to alcohol-related risk-taking behavior that extends beyond amount
of alcohol consumed. Still, while the present findings offer valuable insight into how
sexually experienced incoming college females may be predisposed to adverse
consequences, additional research is needed to further understand how sexual status may
influence the etiology of risky drinking-related behaviors in order to develop programs and
initiatives aimed at limiting the negative outcomes associated with such risk factors.
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FIGURE 1.

Sexual status as a moderator of Coping Motives on alcohol-related nonsexual consequences.
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